Britain and the French Revolution

1) Initial British Optimism about the French Revolution
· There was sympathy that France’s system was unfair.
· France was an enemy and Britain had continually been at war with its kings. This might end or at least weaken France.
· French politicians seemed to want to introduce a system similar to Britain’s constitutional monarchy

A new, modern France was therefore seen as a potential ally for Great Britain.

2) Why was 1792 a turning point in British perceptions?

Document A
1. Is Burns in favour or not of the French Revolution? He is in favour.
2. Give examples of how he describes the nobility? He describes them as ‘struts’, ‘stares’ and ‘coof’, meaning they show off and are stupid.
3. What does he think of “rank”? There is a difference between social rank given by nobility and moral rank given to honest men.
4. Why are there capital letters at “Sense and Worth”. They are highlighted as being the true definition of the nobility of man; not social status or money.
5. The British government quickly found Burns a well-paid government job after this poem. Does this change the way you read it? Yes, they must have thought he was dangerous and that because he was famous his ideas would be popular amongst the people. They tried to buy his silence by giving him a government job.
6. How does this fit into the overall context (see the second weblink). The British government was increasingly anxious about social unrest and the different groups favourable to the French Revolution that had been set up. They feared a revolution in Britain as the French had promised in 1792 armed help to the revolutionaries.

Document B
1. What is the attitude of the journalist towards the French? Give examples. He is very negative about them. He associates them with ‘murder’ and ‘cruelty’.
2. Does he compare favourably or unfavourably with the barbarians who sacked Rome? Explain. No, he says that they are even worse than the Barbarians who pillaged Rome: he explains that the French, unlike the Barbarians, are far crueller.
3. What exactly was the “Reign of Terror” according to French leader Robespierre? The Terror was organised by radicals such as Robespierre and began in 1793 in the context of ant-Revolution insurrections across France. Its aim was a violent cleansing of all supposed enemies of the Revolution. Between June 1793 and the end of July 1794, there were 16,594 official death sentences in France, of which 2,639 were in Paris.
4. Why did this frighten the British? Use the painting to help you answer. The execution of the King made the British realise that the French Revolution would be much more radical than their own revolution and posed a danger. They were frightened that the radical republican values and violence would be demanded in Britain or forced on them by a French invasion.

Document C
1. Why did the French declare war on Britain in 1793? The French accused the British of helping France’s neighbours to crush the Revolution.
2. How did this influence Britain’s vision of the French Revolution? Britain increasingly saw the French Revolution as a threat and feared French expansionism in Europe.
3. What dangers were there for Britain after 1793? (read the first two parts of the BBC website. The main danger for Britain was invasion by France. The attack would come either directly by sea across the English Channel or through the ‘back door’ in Ireland. Irish nationalists wanted to be free of British rule and a rebellion was organised in 1798 but the British crushed it before French help could arrive. 

Document D
1. What does the British cartoonist suggest the British feel about Napoleon in 1800? The cartoonist sees Napoleon as a monarch, similar to the ancien régime with the Three Estates at his feet. This is far from the French ideals of equality. He also has the air of a military dictator, with the support of the army.
2. How is this confirmed by 1806? This cartoon seems to be confirmed in the 1806 official painting, in which Napoleon has been crowned emperor. He sits on a throne, wears royal ermine robes and holds the royal sceptres of power.
3. What dangers did the British see in this (use the map ot help). Explain and give examples. Britain was afraid of French expansionism in Europe and the ambitions of Napoleon to create a continental French empire. These fears came true as the French subjugated most of Europe, their empire stretching from Spain to the borders of Russia. There was even a great danger that Britain would be conquered and incorporated into the empire.

3) Conclusions
· The “Terror” seemed to run out of control.
· The execution of King Louis suggested a British-type political system wouldn’t happen.
· There were growing fears of a radical revolution at home.
· The threat of invasion increased after 1793 and felt imminent when Napoleon came to power.
· However...the British political system was very influenced by events in France.


